In pursuit of quality, the learning process should be continuously improved by changing, among other things, the learning material and the way learning is facilitated. A concern for academics, teaching experience in the B.Ed. module: Personnel Management, a module offered by means of distance education at the University of South Africa, is to ensure that learners progress beyond the mere completion of assignments to where they commit themselves to construing the learning material and to developing management and leaderships skills. A means of achieving this is to change the assessment system of assignments. During 2003 a single, extensive assignment was set, which consisted of nine activities linked to the nine themes covered by the module. A detailed memorandum with a marking schedule for the assignment was issued to students at registration.
The complexity of educational management and the need for innovative solutions to educational management problems require a challenging approach to designing educational management training materials. In practice, educational leaders are faced with difficult issues and situations. These issues and situations are typified by unique events to which there are no uniform answers. As such, educational management training should, therefore, acknowledge not only the various settings from which learners come, but also learners' related experiences in practice, the status of their personal and professional development, their unique personal characteristics and the different post levels which they occupy. This poses particular challenges for distance learning. The nature of distance learning demands effective communication. However, in distance learning the communication channels used can often result in a loss of information and rapport when compared with face-to-face tuition. Distance learners often experience a feeling of isolation and remoteness from fellow learners (Macdonald and Twining 2002, 603; Stacey and Rice 2002, 326) . Moreover, they do not have the benefit of the immediacy of assessment carried out by the classroom educators, and therefore they may experience uncertainties about the direction and effect of their learning (White 1999, 38) . For distance learners, this need can be addressed through sophisticated measures of self-assessment. In this regard, the work of Donald Scho È n (1983) on reflective practice for improvement of teaching (Pereira 1999, 339 ) is inspiring. Nevertheless, there is still a need to evaluate the extent to which learners engage in the learning material through self-assessment as intended by the learning design (cf. Stacey and Rice 2002, 323) .
In this article, the authors report on an institutional research project that was aimed at learner evaluation of the effectiveness of self-assessment in the distance learning context, with a view to the continuous improvement of the learning design. More particularly, the following question is addressed: What are learners' views on the self-assessment system in the Personnel Management module?
The point of departure is a brief exposition of the education management module that serves as a unit of analysis. Then, provisions are given for the theoretical underpinnings of the approach to learning followed in the design of this module, with due attention to self-assessment. The gist of the article covers the empirical survey of learner views regarding the self-assessment aspects of the module. The crucial role played by self-assessment implies the need for probing its success. A case study of such a probe is presented.
UNIT OF ANALYSIS UNIT OF ANALYSIS
The Personnel Management module of the B.Ed Hons. course in Educational Management at the University of South Africa (Unisa) is directed to professionals in education, who, aspire to educational management positions, as well as to currently employed educational managers. The course, therefore, serves as preservice management training for most learners (educators). It also serves as inservice training for a considerable number of learners who are school principals, deputy principals and heads of departments. The module content has been divided into three themes that are covered in separate study guides:
. Guide 2: Empowering people (Sub-themes: Working with teams; Staff motivation and job satisfaction; Managing stress) . Guide 3: Resourcing and development; (Sub-themes: Staffing and staff induction; Professional development; Staff appraisal).
To facilitate and direct reflection and active learning in this module, nine extensive activities are set. These activities are directly linked to the nine topics dealt with in the module. A suggested timetable for completion of these activities throughout the year is provided to help learners plan their work. The learning material is further expanded by way of a reader consisting of 43 articles covering all the topics in the three themes and a fourth study guide. The latter consists of a detailed memorandum of reflection activities on each topic and a marking schedule to assist learners in their own learning.
The approach to learning underpinning the module is discussed in the ensuing paragraph.
THE APPROACH TO LEARNING IN THE MODULE THE APPROACH TO LEARNING IN THE MODULE
The approach to learning underpinning the module in Personnel Management is reflected in the following introductory remark to learners (Tutorial Letter 101/ 2003):
Our role as educators will be to facilitate your acquisition of theoretical and practical knowledge. You may differ from some theoretical assumptions in view of your own unique circumstances ± they are at best an interpretation of reality but do not claim to be reality itself. This means that you will be expected to obtain theoretical knowledge with insight and understanding, and to analyse, compare and evaluate your situation in the light of this theoretical knowledge.
Even the guidelines provided in various themes may differ from what you have already learnt from experience. Theoretical prescriptions cannot be passively accepted and mechanically applied. Your experience is a most valuable source of information ± in fact it is your`theories in practice'. We therefore require a critical approach here too. According to developments in higher education where the traditional, dominant paradigm, termed the instruction paradigm is making way for the learning paradigm (Barr and Tagg 1995, 14) , the module takes the latter as point of departure. The learning paradigm does not prescribe a single`answer' to the question of how to organise learning environments and experiences (Barr and Tagg 1995, 20) . According to this paradigm, learning environment and activities are learner-centred and learner-controlled. They may even be`educatorless'. Educators may have designed the learning experiences, but they need not be present nor participate in every structured learning activity. They also accept the ultimate responsibility of the facilitation of learning in the support of learning (Haynes 2002, 21; Starness and Paris 2000, 393; Chrenka 2001, 694; Wisniewski 2003, 34; Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79) . This implies that learners, the coproducers of learning, assume responsibility for their own learning. The fact that two agents (educator and learner) take responsibility for the same outcome results in a synergy that produces powerful results.
The following sections provide a brief exposition of the components of the learning paradigm as used as basis for the development of the module and the role of self-assessment in them. They are reflective inquiry, critical thinking and constructivism.
Reflective inquiry Reflective inquiry
In their patterns of action, much of the educators' practical knowledge is tacit or implicit (Drevdahl, Stackman, Purdy and Louie 2002, 415; Price 2000, 100) , and therefore used almost unconsciously and intuitively (i.e., non-self-regulatory). According to Drevdahl et al. (2002, 415) , reflection is a mechanism to make this knowing and meaning more explicit. Reflection is regarded as a fundamental feature of self-regulation and a necessary condition for expansion of the metacognitive knowledge body (Masui and De Corte 1999, 521; Birenbaum and Amdur 1999, 203; Day 1999, 222) . By means of reflection educators develop both responsibility and accountability for their decisions in practice, which assumes a continuous involvement in reflection during the course of their career (Day 1999, 222) . This implies the notion of reflective inquiry which is an approach that uses à deliberative process' critical to demonstrating the hidden knowledge of both teaching and Personnel Management (Schmieding in Drevdahl et al. 2002, 415) . The aim of reflective inquiry is to improve the practice of the overall discipline through knowledge creation (Drevdahl et al. 2002, 415; Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey 2000, 40; Pereira 1999, 342) . It involves the learner in a critique of his or her practice, the values implicit in the practice, the climate in which practice occurs and the implications of these for improving practice (Day 1999, 222) . When practitioners engage in reflective inquiry they hope to improve practice by identifying and integrating knowledge, thought and action in a cyclical process of reflection and inspection (Drevdahl et al. 2002, 415; Yost et al. 2000, 41) . Therefore, reflective inquirey contributes to developing self-awareness and new knowledge, which then leads to change (Brunyee 2000, 179; Pereira 1999, 349) .
The facilitation of reflective inquiry consists of the following phases: reflective learning which is a process of encompassing enlightenment (helping practitioners to understand who they are), empowerment (taking the necessary steps to change) and emancipation (freeing practitioners from their previous ways of doing things to be reconstituted as new practitioners) (Johns in Drevdahl et al. 2002, 416; Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79) .
Critical thinking Critical thinking
The development of critical thinking skills has been identified as one of the 12 critical outcomes of the South African Qualifications Authority (Department of Education 1998, 8) . Maximising human potential and achieving cognitive change are considered to be the results of critical thinking (Yost et al. 2000, 41; Patterson, Crooks and Lukyk-Child 2002, 30) . Although the end result of critical thinking is cognitive change in the individual, the ultimate aim of the engagement is to bring about significant change in schools (Yost et al. 2000, 46) . Opportunities to practise and transfer learned activities to new contexts should, therefore, be created (Masui and De Corte 1999, 524; Pienaar 2001, 127; Wisniewski 2003, 34) . Critical thinking involves purposeful, goal-directed thinking that is directed towards making judgements based on evidence and application of principles of science (Patterson et al. 2002, 30; Pienaar 2001, 127) . It involves thinking and problem solving that will enable practitioners to find solutions to complex managerial problems in schools (Yost et al. 2000, 39, 46; Lehtinen 2002, 110; Pienaar 2001, 130) . In problem solving the learners try to make sense of challenging situations, identify areas of practice requiring examination, define goals for improvement and exercise actions to attain them (Yost et al. 2000, 41; Lehtinen 2002, 110) . Reconstruction of knowledge is regarded as the end result of problem solving (Yost et al. 2000, 41; Lehtinen 2002, 110; Wessels 2001, 45; Price 2000, 99; Hollingworth and McLouglin 2001, 51) .
Constructivism Constructivism
According to the constructivist learning theory, learning is not the result of teaching, but rather the result of what learners do with the new information presented to them (Sewell 2002, 24; Sahin 2003, 68; Howland and Moore 2002, 183; Pereira 1999, 345) . In this framework, learning is an active process that is learner-centred (Chrenka 2001, 694; Macdonald and Twining 2002, 606; Birenbaum and Amdur 1999, 202; Weasmer and Woods 2000, 16) . Learners are expected to construct their own unique understanding based on prior knowledge and experience (McVarish and Solloway 2002, 254; Howland and Moore 2002, 183; Macdonald and Twining 2002, 605; Masui and De Corte 1999, 523; Wisniewski 2003, 34; Pereira 1999, 345) . Therefore constructivism emphasises the importance of examining previous experiences and knowledge (Yost et al. 2000, 42; Sahin 2003, 68) .
It is important to realise that constructive educators do not abdicate their responsibility to`teach' (Chrenka 2001, 694; Pereira 1999, 345) . Learners, with the help of educators, actively construct and transform the information and construct their own meaning (Pereira 1999, 345; Biswala 2001, 63; Weasmer and Woods 2000, 16) . As such, educators have to build on learners' existing knowledge and experiences, since their understanding and interpretation of the learning material depend on that (Wisniewski 2003, 34) .
The notions of reflective inquiry, critical thinking and constructivism all point to the crucial role of self-assessment in the learning process.
FEATURES OF SELF-ASSESSMENT FEATURES OF SELF-ASSESSMENT
Traditional testing methods are out of keeping with goals such as lifelong learning, reflective practice, critical thinking, constructivism and problem solving (Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans 1999, 332; cf. Lehtinen 2002, 109) . Assessment needs to support student-centred learning and the development of particular skills (Macdonald and Twining 2002, 606) . Since the focus in higher education is gradually changing from teaching to learning and from educator management to self-directed learners, interest has arisen in the benefits of alternative methods of assessment, such as learners' self-assessment (Hanrahan and Isaacs 2001, 53; Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79) . Learners enrolling for higher education programmes aim to gain employment on a professional level (Adams and King 1995, 327) . In the case of B.Ed. learners in Educational Management, they aim to be appointed as educational managers, move to higher positions or become more effective educational managers if they already occupy management positions. Employment at a professional level usually requires expertise and the ability to work on personal initiative. A crucial part of this ability is to self-appraise. In other words, to have a continual knowledge of one's own capabilities and to be able to update shortcomings appropriately (Adams and King 1995, 327) . Purdy (1997, 137) supports the view of Adam and King by stating that self-assessment is central to any process of individual personal development in all professions.
Self-assessment is defined as the process in which the learner determines the extent of his or her knowledge and skills in a field of study by assessing his or her responses to activities in the learning material and assignments (cf. Van Kraayenoord and Paris 1997, 525) . This includes the reflection on certain appropriate activities for the sake of improved performance in future situations (cf. Stallings and Tascione 1996, 548) . In this kind of assessment the educator is replaced as sole judge while, at the same time, requiring ownership by the learner of the learning and assessment process (McVarish and Solloway 2002, 254; Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79) . Thus, self-assessment entails the active involvement of learners in making judgements of their own learning (Dochy et al. 1999, 334; Biswala 2001, 63) . Self-assessment empowers learners by taking away their dependency on educators to provide them with feedback on the quality of learning (Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 88) . Learners' self-assessment of specific accomplishments in learning activities, as well as longitudinal assessment of progress, is fundamental to the development of independent learning and positive motivation. Knowledge is, however, given and received by all role players involved in the learning process and, therefore, the power is more equally shared across roles (McVarish and Solloway 2002, 254; Weasmer and Woods 2000, 20) .
According to the study by Peckham and Sutherland (2000, 78) , self-assessment can be a highly reliable means of assessment. Self-assessment as mainly a formative kind of assessment, that is, one that provides learners with feedback on their learning, has been successfully used to promote learning (Peckham and Sutherland 2000, 76; Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79) . Since, in the course of selfassessment, learners have to reflect profoundly on their own learning processes and outcomes (Dochy, et al. 1999, 334; Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79) , it trains learners to become independent and self-monitoring (Peckham and Sutherland 2000, 76) . Patterson et al. (2002, 28) , however, warn that learners' self-assessment is one skill that causes them the most discomfort. This can be overcome by providing clearer and more detailed memoranda and assessment criteria that will enhance self-efficacy (Hanrahan and Isaacs 2001, 67) . Moreover, the accuracy of self-assessment can increase over time once learners are provided with more opportunities for such a system of assessment (Dochy, et al. 1999, 337) .
In summary, self-assessment is a crucial aspect of teaching and learning in higher education, informing reflective practice, self-study and continuing professional development, and constituting a fundamental aspect of learnercentred approaches to the support of learning (Bleakley 2000, 405; Peckham and Sutherland 2000, 75) . These features of learning are essential if learners are to become independent learners. The extent to which this outcome is reached must be determined. Thus, a learner survey (as mentioned earlier) forms an integral part of the Personnel Management module.
RESEARCH DESIGN AND FINDINGS RESEARCH DESIGN AND FINDINGS
Annually, learners enrolled for the Personnel Management module have to complete a questionnaire consisting of 82 items. The purpose with the questionnaire is twofold, namely (1) to serve as a self-assessment instrument for learners to reflect on their interaction with the learning material through various activities, and (2) to capture learners' opinions on the self-assessment system used. The questionnaire has a section on biographical information, nine subsections on the different topics and a section on the assignment system of the module. The 2003 enrolment for the Personnel Management module comprised 343 learners, from whom 243 questionnaires were received. This constitutes a response rate of 70.8 per cent.
The findings are presented according to the topical sequence in the questionnaire, namely biographical information; learner evaluation of their interaction with content; and learner rating of the self-assessment practice used.
Biographical information Biographical information
It appears that 78 per cent of learners were in the age group of 35 years and older. This is not unexpected for enrolment in a management module. Many educators with a number of years of teaching experience wish to be promoted and know that formal qualifications would be to their advantage. The majority of learners were on the educator level (60,91%), compared to other management levels of head of department (20,16%), deputy head (4.94%) and principal (11.93%). It is clear that the Personnel Management module has to cater for educators who are aspiring to management positions, as well as for those already in such positions, but desire formal education management training in order to be better equipped. The vast majority of learners (78%) were female. The high percentage of female learners reflects the gender composition in the teaching profession. However, ithas to be remembered that the inequity of the past has been purposively redressed in recent years, and female educators are in a better position to be promoted to management positions. This development is undoubtedly a factor contributing to the relatively high enrolment of female learners.
Learner evaluation of activities Learner evaluation of activities
To facilitate and direct reflection and active learning in this module, nine extensive activities have been set. These activities are directly linked to the nine themes dealt with in the module, and provide for interviews, role play, observation, case studies, text analyses, scenarios and reflections on personal experience. Some activities require learners to request colleagues (or other teaching professionals) to evaluate their own effectiveness in the activities. The rationale for including colleagues (or other professionals) is to give a learner the opportunity to reflect on, and justify his or her actions, in view of peer evaluation. Upon registration learners receive the nine activities in a single assignment, as well as a complete memorandum as self-assessment guide. The memorandum includes a detailed marking schedule for each activity. Since the activities are designed to stimulate and demonstrate learners' personal involvement and experience in various practical situations, the copying of activity answers is unlikely. A timetable for completion of these activities throughout the year is suggested to help learners plan their work. Table 1 indicates the rating of learning resulting from the participation in, and self-assessment of, the activities.
A comparison of the`Yes' with the`Definitely yes' responses reveals a considerable degree of reservation in opting for the latter. The reasons for this have to be determined, and will undoubtedly indicate ways to improve the module. The responses nevertheless reveal learners' positive view of the activities (interviews and role play) and the appropriateness of the difficulty level of the activities. Since the activities constitute the backbone of the learning approach followed in the module (as discussed earlier), these findings were heartening. The learners' self-assessment of their activities, together with the questionnaire, is submitted as one assignment towards the end of the year. Table 2 indicates the learner rating of various aspects of the assignment system. As in Table 1 , the support for the`Yes' vis-a Á -vis the`Definitely yes' options is noticeable, suggesting areas for improvement where the former exceeds the latter. The items that attracted the strongest (Definitely yes) responses were: I feel better equipped as an educational manager after completing the extensive assignment (Q82 ± 69.33%); As an adult learner, I found that the assignment system helped me to take responsibility for my own learning (Q74 ± 63.60%); The availability of the answers to the activities helped me a lot in developing my own understanding of the learning content (Q69 ± 59.83%); The extensive memorandum of the activities added more to my learning than the usual feedback from lecturers in other assignments (Q77 ± 51.88%); Compared to other assignment systems, I prefer the immediate available answers to my activities rather than to wait for feedback from the lecturers (Q72 ± 45.19%). This measure of support is a decisive indicator that the choice of a self-assessment approach to the module was indeed meaningful. Simply combining the`Yes' and`Definitely yes' responses reveals the following tendencies. The majority of learners (67,5%) prefer the one extensive assignment set in the module, and 76.59 per cent of the learners preferred to plan their own work schedule, indicating the acceptance of the responsibility and ownership for their own learning (Haynes 2002, 21; Chrenka 2001, 694; Wisniewski 2003, 34) . The vast majority of learners are full-time employees who prefer to complete the activities according to their work schedule.
The preference for the immediate availability of the memorandum is evident (94.56 per cent). It is therefore not surprising that the immediate availability of answers was regarded as beneficial to learners' learning experience (92.05 per cent). It implies that the memorandum could have assisted learners to become participants in a critique of their`answers' by developing self-awareness and determining their level of knowledge (Pereira 1999, 349; Brunyee 2000, 179) . Learners also accepted the responsibility to complete their activity before consulting the memorandum, which again confirms their taking the responsibility and accountability for their own learning (92.44%).
The responses to item 75 explicitly indicate how learners viewed the way in which the assignment system helped them to take the responsibility for their own learning (98.75%), which again supports the notion of responsibility and accountability outlined in the approach to the module. The vast majority of learners (92.05%) indicated that assessing their own assignment had added to their learning experience, although self-assessment was a new experience to 91.22 per cent of the learners. It is noteworthy that 73.22 per cent of learners also enjoyed assessing their own work. Moreover, 88.28 per cent of the learners believed that they learned more from their own assessment than from the assessment of lecturers. This links up with the idea of reflective learning in which learners become critical thinkers by being empowered and emancipated as practitioners (Anderson and Freiberg 1995, 79; Johns in Drevdahl et al. 2002, 127) . They succeeded in making judgements based on evidence (from their practice) and principles as outlined in the learning content.
In the interests of identifying avenues for further improvement, a closer look at assessment issues that attracted the relatively higher number of responses contrary to self-assessment is worthwhile. These were the following: Q81: Obtaining marks from a lecturer for an assignment is more important than learning from completing the assignment (Agreement: 49%); Q80: I learnt little by comparing my own assignment with the memorandum provided (Agreement: 38%); Q67: I prefer the assignment system where I submit only one extensive assignment consisting of various activities (Disagreement: 33%); Q78: I enjoyed marking my own assignment (Disagreement: 27%); Q68: I like the assignment system of this module where I control my own work schedule through the year (Disagreement: 25%); and Q79: The lecturers succeeded in facilitating my learning in the assignment. (Note the hesitance in opting for the`Definitely yes' option.)
These percentages indicate that the preference for a mark-driven, externally controlled study situation is still disconcertingly strong among postgraduate students. Even more course design effort (through appropriate activities) is necessary to change this preference to a mindset of independent, reflective and critical interaction with learning materials. On the whole, however, it is significant that almost all of the respondents (98.74%) felt that they were better equipped as educational managers after completion of the extensive self-assessment assignment (Q82). This also supports the view that self-assessment is central to any process of individual personal development in a profession. Learners have become aware of their professional strengths and weaknesses and are now better equipped as professionals (Van Kraayenoord and Paris 1997, 534) . It may also imply that learners have developed a sense of self-efficacy and optimism in their professional life.
DISCUSSION DISCUSSION
It is clear that the contextualised nature of the study guides was appropriate, as is evident from the fact that so many learners experienced the learning process as relevant for adding value to work life. The empowerment of learners was further enhanced by the learning design that was particularly aimed at transferring the control of the learning process to the learners. Although the majority of learners expressed positive opinions, certain aspects require further attention. These mainly concern an increased realisation among learners of self-appraisal-assessment benefits in the institutional realm. There is also the need for strengthening learner dispositions of independency and critical self-reflection even further. This study conclusively showed that the major benefit of self-assessment is its positive effect on learners' learning. Yet, the details of these effects are not always known. Hanrahan and Isaacs (2001, 67) pose the following pertinent questions: Does the self-assessment experience influence learners' general expectations of assessment? Do learners apply self-assessment in other areas of their life as a result of their positive experience of it? Do they expect or request that self-assessment be used in other modules too? These issues deserve further research.
This study verifies the following guidelines as given by Dochy et al. (1999, 346) :
. It is important to provide training in self-assessment in order to accomplish optimal impact on the learning process. . Self-assessment takes time, and support for learners in self-assessment is often required. . Self-assessment can be relatively easily used for formative purposes and learners should learn to see this as a tool for learning. . The entrenched practice of academics to do the teaching and marking is often hard to change and a shift to the reflective learning approach could require a staff development programme.
CONCLUDING REMARK CONCLUDING REMARK
Much like the previous studies, the current study supports that learner selfassessment leads to increased personal skills such as critical reflection and critical thinking, increased interpersonal skills such as communication and stress management, and increased professional development and benefits for the institution. However, one would like to know whether these benefits are sustained or even enhanced over time. Follow-up surveys are essential: learner voices may lead one into new directions in research, and possibly to refinements of teaching and learning. It is especially important to establish longitudinally how learner attitudes about assessment and learning engagements evolve.
